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This paper emerges from two major contexts of my own professional practice. I am currently 
undertaking research into the social values of award-winning Australian children’s literature, and I 
work in a Faculty of Education where much of my undergraduate teaching is focused on helping pre-
service teachers develop “pedagogical content knowledge” about literature for young people. 
Shulman defines pedagogical content knowledge as that “which goes beyond knowledge of subject 
matter per se to the dimension of subject matter knowledge for teaching […] the ways of representing 
and formulating the subject that make it comprehensible to others” (Shulman 9). I am also interested 
in the ways that children’s literature itself makes ideas comprehensible. 
 
Currently, Australian school teaching is being carried out in the context of the Australian 
Curriculum—a national curriculum conceptualised as being applicable to the whole country, but 
which is in practice being implemented on a state by state basis, with some states opting out.  
 
The curriculum is designed and administered by the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 
Reporting Authority (ACARA). ACARA are responsible for what are increasingly the bare essentials 
of neoliberal educational administration: a national curriculum, standardised testing, and publicly-
available data about individual schools.1 While, of course, any such institution and/or administrative 
body is in reality a bunch of messy humans and subjective interests, whose ongoing activities are 
presumably the result of endless compromise and negotiation, ACARA nonetheless demonstrates the 
extent to which mainstream Australian education is currently informed by neoliberal ideologies of 
individualism, standardisation, and marketisation.  Accordingly, I comply with ACARA’s projection 
of a unified subjectivity in my use of pronouns here. 
 
For this paper, I am exploring what the Australian Curriculum implies or requires in terms of 
pedagogical content knowledge around, as the conference theme invited us to consider, diversities 
in/and children’s literature. So, I start with ACARA’s statement on “Student Diversity”: 
ACARA is committed to the development of a high-quality curriculum for all Australian 
students that promotes excellence and equity in education. All students are entitled to 
rigorous, relevant and engaging learning programs drawn from a challenging curriculum that 
addresses their individual learning needs. The Australian Curriculum recognises that the 
needs of all students encompass cognitive, affective, physical, social, and aesthetic curriculum 
experiences. 
The Australian Curriculum – accessible for all young Australians  
The Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians (MCEETYA, 2008) 
provides the policy framework for the Australian Curriculum. It includes two goals: 
o Australian schooling promotes equity and excellence. 
o All young Australians become successful learners, confident and creative individuals 
and active and informed citizens. 
The Australian Curriculum has been designed to address these goals with the objectives of the 
Australian Curriculum being the same for all students. (ACARA, “Student”) 
 
While an obvious gap in the listed diversity needs of students is that of “culture”, the two goals drawn 
																																																								
1	cf.	Michael	W.	Apple’s	point:	“Only	when	there	is	standardized	content	and	assessment	can	the	market	
be	set	free,	since	the	“consumer”	can	then	have	“objective”	data	concerning	which	schools	are	
“succeeding”	and	which	schools	are	not”	(Educating	50).	
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from the Melbourne Declaration imply a socially- and culturally-engaged Australian subject, who 
values both individualism and citizenship.  
 
Also drawn from the Melbourne Declaration are the three cross-curriculum priorities, two of which 
focus on what might be called diversity education: “Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories 
and cultures”, “Asia and Australia’s engagement with Asia”, and “Sustainability” (ACARA, “Cross”). 
While ACARA requires Australian school students to engage with Aboriginal and Asian histories, 
cultures, societies, they imply that such histories, cultures, and societies are “diverse”, that they 
are not those of the students in Australian classrooms; producing them as objects of study rather than 
as lived experience. This should not necessarily be surprising. Michael W. Apple has provocatively 
argued that: “one of the perverse effects of a national curriculum actually will be to ‘legitimise 
inequality.’ It may in fact help create the illusion that whatever the massive differences in schools, 
they all have something in common” (Cultural 18). More specifically, I am concerned that one of the 
perverse effects of the cross-curriculum priority addressing Indigenous Australian cultures may be to 
limit or contain understanding thereof.  
 
In a convincing and nuanced critique of the Australian Curriculum, Kevin Lowe and Tyson 
Yunkaporta have identified a number of troubling elements which “suggest that students are not being 
enabled to critique their own contemporary environment, or develop informed judgements about the 
place that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have within the broader ‘Australian’ body 
politic in which they and both communities co-exist” (8). More concretely, these critics assert that: 
“Key concepts such as native title rights to ancestral land, self-determination, social agency, and 
collective resistance to the range of government policies and/or the long-term effects of colonisation 
remain largely hidden from student inquiry” (Lowe and Yunkaporta 11). 
 
Bearing in mind the instrumental neoliberalism of a national curriculum, the trenchant critiques of 
such curricula at all and the Australian curriculum in particular, and the very real day-to-day needs of 
classroom teachers, I am especially interested in thinking through pedagogical content knowledge as 
it pertains to literary resourcing of “Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and culture” in 
contemporary Australian classrooms.  
 
As educators move to resource ACARA’s cross-curriculum priorities, ACARA notes that “Teachers 
and schools are best placed to make decisions about the selection of texts in their teaching and 
learning programs that address the content in the Australian Curriculum while also meeting the needs 
of the students in their classes” (ACARA, “Advice”). This assertion appears on a webpage called 
“Advice on selection of literary texts” which is notable first and foremost for its total lack of any 
literary texts being named, and its list of weblinks pointing to lists of texts compiled elsewhere, by 
other organisations, and in the main, compiled to serve agendas other than the Australian Curriculum.  
 
ACARA’s non-participation in suggesting literary resources could well be in the interests of avoiding 
the kinds of scrutiny or controversy which in the US was attracted by the notorious “Appendix B” 
listing Common Core text exemplars to serve that nation’s emerging curriculum agenda (see, for 
example, Moss). It also reminds us that: “Book awards, multicultural booklists, and other reference 
materials are certainly a good start, but they do not provide preservice teachers with abstract, 
conceptual tools to help guide a continual questioning of the texts in their curricula and classrooms” 
(Tschida et al. 29). 
 
One of the resources suggested by ACARA is the Children’s Book Council of Australia (CBCA). The 
CBCA administer Book of the Year awards which are presented in five categories: Older Readers, 
Younger Readers, Picture Books, Early Childhood, and the Eve Pownall Award for Information 
Books. I am drawing on the CBCA’s twenty-first century award-winning and honour titles to identify 
books likely to be available in classrooms as resources on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
histories and cultures. 
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There are a number of non-fiction titles in the CBCA awards lists which pose direct critiques of, and 
alternatives to, the kind of standardisation implied by a national curriculum. The Eve Pownall Award 
for Information Books has, since 2001, recognised titles such as the Papunya School Book of Country 
and History, Maralinga: The Anangu Story, and Our World. I have discussed some of these titles 
elsewhere (Hateley), and so in this paper, I am attending to fictional texts that invite readers to either 
align themselves with, or in a respectful disposition towards, Indigenous Australian cultures. 
 
Two picture books in particular offer obvious opportunities for teachers to introduce images of 
contemporary Aboriginal childhoods into classrooms: Rosemary Sullivan’s Tom Tom (2008), and 
Kylie Dunstan’s Collecting Colour (2008). These stories are also of interest here for their perspectives 
on non-standardised education. 
 
Tom Tom offers an overview of daily life for Tom, a young Aboriginal boy living in a remote 
community. The illustrations provide as much emphasis on the natural environment as on the human 
figures who live in it. As the book progresses, readers are introduced to aspects of Tom’s life 
including his extended family and kinship network, the different family homes he spends time in, the 
food he eats in these homes, and his experiences at pre-school. 
 
Readers are shown and told that: 
Tom Tom always plays in the Aboriginal cubby house made out of sticks and paperbark. He 
makes a pretend fire from wood and orange paper, and imagines he is living in the old days. (n.p.) 
 
This opening indicates that the school values and includes Aboriginal history and culture, and affirms 
that while Tom Tom may live in a rural community, it is different than those of the ‘old days’. 
Overall, the book offers a positive depiction of contemporary Aboriginal childhood, which 
emphasises the commonalities with mainstream Australian educational experiences as well as the 
particularities of Tom Tom’s life, family, and language. 
 
Collecting Colour introduces readers to Rose and Olive, whose “families live in the Top End of the 
Northern Territory of Australia” (Dunstan n.p.). The major cultural activity undertaken during the 
story is the gathering of materials for pandanus weaving. 
 
Some mixed media illustrations provide insight into the vibrant colours of pandanus products from 
northern Australia. The narrative is mainly interested in the experience of, and connections forged by, 
learning about and practicing dying and weaving. As Rose and Olive travel with older women to 
gather materials and learn how to use them, they and the reader are inducted into an experiential and 
narrative mode of learning. 
 
Perhaps less obviously, there is some education about difference: as a non-Aboriginal girl, Rose may 
join activities from which Aboriginal males are excluded. As much as an introduction to pandanus 
weaving then, Collecting Colour might plant seeds of intersectionality. 
 
These picture books emphasise positive, joyful depictions of contemporary life for Aboriginal 
children in rural or remote communities. They depict hybridities of traditional and contemporary 
cultural practices. They are valuable as disruptions to negative and/or resolutely historical depictions 
of Indigenous Australia.  
 
In 2002, Leonie Norrington explored similar themes and experiences in her novel, The Barrumbi Kids 
(Honour, YR, 2003), but offered a range of focalising characters—young and old, Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal, male and female—and protagonists who were finishing their final year of primary 
school and thus transitioning into adolescence, maturity, and new social roles. 
 
The novel unfolds over one school year, during which best friends Dale and Tomias navigate their 
friendship, their roles within their families, and their education in a remote community called Long 
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Hole: “Tomias’s ancestors have been here forever, since the Dreaming. They know the land and the 
spirits. They know how to look after the country and keep it safe. Dale’s grandfather was the first 
white man to settle in this country” (Norrington 4). 
 
The boys’ shared sense of belonging to, and stewardship of, the country they live on is clearly the 
result of a complex colonial history, but their bonds are strengthened by a recapitulation of colonial 
practices when a new manager, Mr. Armstrong, arrives at Long Hole and attempts to impose his own 
practices on the community.  By the novel’s end, there is a re-differentiation of the boys’ cultural 
pathways, but not hierarchically: “Dale looks at Tomias and over to the red valley. A tingle of fear 
spreads through his body. He won’t be doing ceremony—only Tomias. It’ll be different then” 
(Norrington 193). 
 
The Barrumbi Kids mobilises a number of adult women characters in order to explore different 
perspectives on, and ideas about, education. Most obviously problematic is Mrs. Armstrong who 
resents having been moved to Long Hole by her husband, and who is overtly racist: 
Now her Gordon has been beaten at school. Beaten by a child—not that she’s prejudiced—
but . . . It will never do! She will not have Gordon letting himself slip. He is not going to end 
up like these rough, dirty, uncivilised children. She’d like to soak them all in Dettol. 
(Norrington 117) 
 
Mrs. Armstrong throws into relief the more complex figures who act as agents of education in the 
protagonists’ lives: Tomias’s mother, Mavis; Dale’s mother, Lucy; and, the classroom teacher, Miss 
Wilson.  
 
This classroom teacher is not malevolent per se, but embodies a rigid, standardised understanding of 
education: 
Miss Wilson believes that all knowledge can be written down and learnt in the classroom. She 
doesn’t believe, as Mavis does, in the value of listening to the bush. In her mind, children are 
clean blackboards and she is the white chalk filling the empty space with knowledge. (10) 
Her rigidity about appropriate curriculum and pedagogy is not without usefulness for her students, not 
least perhaps because the novel makes clear that many of these children will travel to nearby towns 
and cities to complete high school as boarders. 
 
Dale’s mum, Lucy, serves as an example of the possibilities of a culturally and practically diverse 
education: 
Because Lucy grew up here at Long Hole, she learned all about the bush and bush tucker. 
When she was a teenager she left the community to finish high school and go to university. 
She travelled to India and England. But when she married Dale’s dad, she came back to have 
her children at the community. (Norrington 29) 
 
The knowledge most fully connected with the community is valued most highly by the novel. One of 
the main agents of this knowledge and its communication is Tomias’s mother, Mavis, who “reckons 
the education they get watching and listening to the bush is just as important as what they learn at 
school” (7). In addition to the knowledge of food, country, and tradition is Mavis’s status as an oral 
conduit of language and story: 
Mavis knows lots of language. She has her own language from her father’s people, her 
husband’s language from eastern Arnhem Land. She has Kriol and English and many more. 
She is always teaching language to the children, but it’s fun, Lizzie thinks, not like at school 
or like Mum. (Norrington 93) 
 
In the context of curricular and pedagogical practices, The Barrumbi Kids thus offers a fruitful 
exploration of competing and not always complementary approaches to education. The children at the 
centre of the novel live with the contradictions and tensions which arise from these approaches, and 
forge subjectivities by actively engaging with them.  
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The continuities across these books could, however, create the impression that contemporary 
Aboriginal life is lived entirely in rural or remote communities. It must also be noted that the 
narratives of these picture books focus on the experiences of young children and tend to imply non-
Aboriginal readers. This creates a risk of replacing one “single story” with another (Tschida et al.). 
 
These books are not the only stories of Aboriginal subjectivity or culture rewarded by the CBCA, and 
of course the CBCA’s main function is not to service the Australian Curriculum. Nonetheless, if 
teachers wish to resource their classrooms with positive and productive literary texts that offer varied 
images of contemporary Aboriginal lives, they would do well to draw on other contemporary 
organisations, such as Magabala Books: 
Australia’s oldest independent Indigenous publishing house. Based in the pearling town of 
Broome in the far north of Western Australia, Magabala Books is one of the most remote 
publishing houses in the world. […] Magabala Books works as a not-for-profit organisation 
to preserve, develop and promote Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures. 
(“Welcome”) 
One might wonder why it does not appear on ACARA’s literary resourcing website. 
In addition to bringing books to Indigenous communities around Australia, the Indigenous Literacy 
Foundation has published books which can be used anywhere, such as The Naked Boy and the 
Crocodile (Griffiths), and translations of picture books into Aboriginal languages, such as Grug 
Learns to Read (see http://www.indigenousliteracyfoundation.org.au/community-identified-literacy-
projects.html). One might wonder why it does not appear on ACARA’s literary resourcing website. 
 
In 2011, the Prime Minister’s Literary Award for Children’s Fiction went to Shake a Leg by Boori 
Monty Pryor and Jan Ormerod, which depicts an educational conversation and exchange between an 
Aboriginal man and a group of Australian kids aimed at disrupting a number of stereotypes and 
assumptions. One might wonder why it does not appear on ACARA’s literary resourcing website. 
 
Obviously, in one short paper I can barely scratch the surface of the possibilities for resourcing 
classrooms so as to, as in Bronwyn Bancroft’s Why I Love Australia (2010), encourage an 
understanding of contemporary Australia as always-already Aboriginal Australia, and as a culture of 
change and development. 
 
I believe that ACARA’s invocation of the Melbourne Declaration and its cross-curriculum priorities 
serve to highlight the contradictions of a neoliberal implementation of democratic ideals. I also 
believe that such contradictions can be opportunities for teachers not only to incorporate Aboriginal 
literary texts into their classrooms, but also to consider what such literary texts have to say “about” 
education, and thus may have the potential to critique standardised educational regimes. 
 
In a recent opinion piece for The Guardian, “Is Australian Theatre Racist?”, playwright Nakkiah Lui 
argued: 
Diversity doesn’t challenge whiteness, it bolsters it, because we are never questioning what is 
at the centre. […] Ultimately, diversity in theatre sits within the bigger discussion of racism in 
Australia. We need to remember that diversity is the means to an end. Diversity isn’t 
complexity, and ultimately, what we want is not a diverse country but a complex one. By 
accepting diversity as an end we are just fooling ourselves into thinking that the playing field 
is equal. (Lui online) 
 
What is true of one cultural formation is often true of another; certainly, this timely commentary 
could apply to Australian children’s literature—not least as it is deployed in classrooms. The texts I 
have discussed here might well then be most useful not as diverse texts, but as perverse ones. Not in 
the pathological sense, nor even in Michael Apple’s cogent but worrying sense, but rather in the 
oppositional, resistant sense that the OED delightfully names as “contrariness” (“perversity”). 
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